They first came to prominence… … in the 1970s, because of their ability to spontaneously kill certain tumour cells.
What do they do? NK cells are equipped with cytotoxic granules that contain the arsenal of cytotoxic molecules used in killing virally infected and cancerous cells. They recognize their targets, in part, by means of activating signals that are only just beginning to be identified, but also by detecting cells that are deficient in cell-surface class I molecules of the major histocompatibility complex (class I MHC molecules). Tumour cells and cells infected with viruses have often lost their cell-surface MHC molecules, which makes them susceptible to attack. Healthy cells displaying self-MHC molecules are protected against attack by NK cells (see Figure) . Figure) .
What else do they do?
Granule-mediated cytotoxicity is not their only weapon; NK cells also secrete tumor necrosis factor α and and can express the apoptosis FasL signal. In addition, they produce a range of cytokines, which allows them to regulate and participate in such immune processes as hemopoeisis, antibody production and early interferon γ production in infection.
Could we live without them? Perhaps, but probably not a long or healthy life. There is only one documented human case of an absolute NK cell deficiency, which was associated with recurrent life-threatening bacterial and viral infections. 
